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graphic design = (visual) communication
graphic design = culture creator
Graphic Design is visual communication. It uses type, images, colors, and lines to
create visual representations of ideas. Sometimes these ideas are small, like a logo
and business card for a small company, other times these ideas are big, like MTV




The decisions of designers have the potential for great and varied influences. Inargu 
ably it is a very persuasive mode of communication in our society. It presents infor­
mation in mostly attractive and accessible ways that are increasingly approachable, 
emotive, and compelling.
in
IS SO mucn power 
in visuals and when (de­
signers) use that power to 
deceive people, then those 
cleverly crafted messag­
es and images become 
carefully leveraged visual 
lies... the eye is the largest 
bandwidth pipe into the 
human brain and we visu­
al communicators are the 
people who design what 
goes in ... (Designers) have 
a responsibility to not 
mess with that power.
-David Berman
Last JuriG, I was givGn tho opportunity to attondod an intornational dosign confor- 
ence in Brno, a city in the Czech Republic. A Canadian, David Berman was one of 
the speakers, he talked a lot about the responsibility of graphic designers
<
I think that he states it very well, graphic design is influential and designers 
need to realize it.
"Xat fobdTsmmch ^
powders, detergent, hair 
restorer, striped tooth­
paste, aftershave lotion, 
beforeshave lotion, slim­
ming diets, fattening 
diets, deodorants, fizzy 
wateiv cigarettes, 
roll-ons, pull-ons, and 
slip-ons."
In most cases the emotional associations graphic design creates, are used to sell 
'products and services.'
The First Things First Manifesto, written in 1964, challenges the things that graphic 
design has been used to promote.
<
It lists: "Cat food, stomach powders, detergent, hair restorer, striped toothpaste, after­
shave lotion, beforeshave lotion, slimming diets, fattening diets, deodorants, fizzy water, 
cigarettes, roll-ons, pull-ons, and slip-ons."
Basically graphic design sells stuff.
Yet, if design is about putting forth ideas, it doesn't necessarily mean that the mes­
sages have to be for the promotion of consumerism. While graphic design may be 
used to sell the products of companies, it can also be used to promote ideas and 




aids, films, television fea­
tures, scientific and indus 
trial publications and all 
the other media through 
which we promote our 
trade, our education, our 
culture and our greater 
awareness of the world."
<
Again tha First Things First manifasto suggasts that positiva usas for graphic design 
could include, books and periodicals, catalogues, instructional manuals, industrial pho­
tography, educational aids, films, television features, scientific and industrial publications 
and all the other media through which we promote our trade, our education, our culture 
and our greater awareness of the world."
There is no reason why graphic design can't be used to promote cultural, social, political, 
and environmental awareness.
Concurrently with the ICOGRADA conference in the Czech Republic, the Brno poster 
biennialle took place. In the show there were quite a few environmental and social 
posters, that used the tools of graphic design to promote things besides material









Graphic design, as a form of visual communication, is very effective at creating 
culture. It has the ability to present ideas in a format that general audiences can 
understand and be comfortable with. Graphic design is the lens through which we 
experience much of the mediated world, it visually influences our ideas and percep­
tions. Whether walking in a city, shopping in a grocery store, or reading a magazine, 
design continues to produce and reproduce cur culture, whether that culture pro­
motes wasteful consumption or not, is in many ways up to the designer.
I decided to complete an additional year of graphic design studies so that I could 
look deeper into integrating my interests in graphic design and environmental advo­
cacy. I wanted to explore using the popular nodes of communication to say some­
thing different. Instead of throwing my hands in the air and giving in or giving up,
I was interested in using common forms of communication, that people encounter 
daily as a venue for social and environmental messages. In this way messages could 
be more approachable, accessible, and less intimidating to a broader audience.
Again in the First Things First Manifesto, Ken Garland states;
"We are proposing the reversal of priorities in favor of the more useful and more 
lasting forms of communication."
And I really relate to that. But it's one thing to agree with something and another to 
do something about it. Flow can I create change or how can I 'reverse priorities' as 
Garland puts it?
We are proposing the 
reversal of priorities in 
favor of the more useful 
and more lasting forms of 
communication.
-First Things First, Ken Garland (1964)

Our parents always tell us that we can't change others, we can only change our- - 
selves. I guess I am finally learning that lesson. If I work from within a system 
or company, and make changes there, then perhaps more substantial and lasting 
changes can take place. So, as a step in that direction, for my final year at Western 
I decided to integrate my graphic design skills and interest in the environment.
The two avenues culminated into a project focusing on the toxicity of electronic 
waste. I began by researching electronic waste and the issues surrounding it in the 
United States, hoping to effectively present the information I had found. I wanted to 
use the 'vernacular' that we are accustomed with, to say something more meaning­
ful. I thought it might be interesting to take you through my project so you can see 
how graphic design can be used as a mean of exposing and educating the general 
public to environmental and social issues. For the project I looked at the effects of 
electronic waste to both the health of humans and the environment.
The average American watches over 4 hours of television per day. 
(That's approximately 9 years of our lives with our eyes glued to the tube.)
The average American household has at least 2 televisions.
99% of Americans own at least one television.
Televisions consume our lives in more ways than people often know and perhaps 
want to believe. As many have come to realize, televisions are a very persuasive 
means of communication, and in a sense essentially another form of consumerism, 
a "product" so to speak that Americans seem to love.
The average television screen or computer monitor contains ap­
proximately 4-8 pounds of lead. -
The amount of mercury in one television has the potential to pol 
lute all of the fish in a lake the size of Lake Whatcom.
electronic waste includes; 
televisions, computers, vcr^, 
cell phones, microwaves, 
printers, stereos, answering 
machines, monitors, lap tops, 
car stereos, clock radios, 
copy machines, fax machines 
cd burners, gameboys...
During the time that televisions are functioning they create many social health 
issues. However, what is often overlooked is the effects they have once they are no 
longer usable.
- The average television screen or computer monitor contains approximately 4-8 
pounds of lead.
- The amount of mercury in one television has the potential to pollute all of the fish 
in a lake well over the size of Lake Whatcom.
- Approximately 350 to 600 million television sets and computer monitors are 
expected to become obsolete by 2005, 55 million of which are expected to end up 
in landfills.
[antiiiioiiy, barium, beryTliuir^ 








Although I am speaking mainly of televisions, mostly to give a sense of how much 
waste there really is, electronic waste also includes; vcr's, stereos, cell phones, 
microwaves, printers, copy machines — the list goes on...
Most electrical equipment contains an elaborate mixture of plastic, glass, lead, cad­
mium, chromium, mercury, copper, zinc, phosphorous and many other materials'that 
are both toxic and valuable.
Because of the toxicity of the materials found in electronics, some states have 
banned it from landfills. Massachusetts was one of the first states to prohibit tele­
visions and computer monitors from general disposal, labeling them 'hazardous 
waste'. While in many other states there continues to be a lack of regulation of 
electronic waste, allowing the hazardous materials to find their way into landfills 
and garbage dumps and eventually ground water and if incinerated the atmosphere
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It is not uncommon for 
national recyclers to pack || 
shipping containers full of 
electronic waste and send 
it to less developed parts f|
of the world, including i|
Pakistan, India and China. J|
With electronic technology changing so quickly many of the products become obso­
lete long before they are damaged or no longer usable. Here in Whatcom County, 
there are a few organizations that accept working and non-working computers to 
be either re-furbished or recycled. With 97 percent of the parts recyclable, if done 
properly, recycling can and should be a positive disposal method of electronic waste 
While recycling has the potential to appropriately dispose of electronic waste and 
create jobs within our economic systems, in many cases this fails to happen
<
Because of the costs and hazardous aspects of the materials, it is not too uncommon 
for national recyclers to pack shipping containers full of electronic waste and send 
it to less developed parts of the world, including Pakistan, India and China. In these 
countries, environmental and human health standards are neither followed nor as 
stringent as in the United States. Consequently, in these countries electronic waste 
is 'recycled' under appalling conditions.
For example, the Basel Action Network, a non-profit environmental toxics watchdog 
found that in Guiyu China, all environmental and health standards were being dis­
regarded. In this so called recycling village the people were found working with 
hammers and pliers in the open air, smashing cathode ray tubes in order to remove 
the lead with their bare hands or very minimal protection. The tiny amounts of gold 
in computers were being extracted in acid baths by the side of the river that flows 
through the village. Consequently the river runs black, and when tested, litmus paper 
turns red, signifying the highest acidity possible.
Recycling techniques, in and around the village have been so detrimental to the


















This 'trashing essentially 
locks materials away so 
they can no longer be used.
Mom
Although many of the materials found in televisions, computer monitors, and elec­
tronic waste is highly toxic, it is also valuable. Yet with the current practices much 
of that value is lost. For my project I wanted to show, not only how harmful elec­
tronic waste is, but also show the value of the materials in it.
In the book Cradle to Cradle, William McDonough talks a lot about how our current 
modes of production and consumption are extremely wasteful. We extract valuable 
materials from the earth to manufacture products, only to use them for a limited 
amount of time and then discard them. This 'trashing' of what could be potential 
resources, essentially locks the materials away in landfills, back yards and base­
ments, so they can no longer be used. With this method of consumption we are 
constantly having to extract materials so they can be thrown away.
This method is wasteful of both resources and energy, not to mention its huge envi­
ronmental and social impacts.
The point, though, is not to eradicate electronics, but rather to appropriately and 
safely recycle the products. And furthermore consider the recycling process in the 
products' initial design. For example, would it be possible to design a television that 
could be easily taken apart for recycling?
In Europe there are take-back recycling programs which reguire the companies that 
produce the electronics to be responsible for its proper disposal or recycling

After beginning to understand the issues surrounding electronic waste I began to 
think about how I could use design to educate and spur awareness that encourages 
change. Creating these two posters was my answer. This project, although not fully 
complete, has solidified my interests in using graphic design to promote things other 
than wasteful consumerism.
Creating these posters has been a varied learning experience, it is a challenging and 
all-consuming process to do research as well as the design. One interesting thing I 
discovered in self-authoring a project, is the value of focus groups.
In typical graphic design jobs, the designer works for a client and therefore must 
adhere to the needs and requests of that client. In becoming the author of a work, 
the designer becomes the content creator as well as the designer. This is where 
focus groups become important. In situations such as mine, they became a means of 
assessing the clarity of my project.
While working on this project it has been very interesting to talk to different people 
and groups about how they perceive the posters. I have received quite varied 
responses to the posters and the way that the information is presented. The vary­
ing comments I received, have allowed me to seek the middle ground, again so I can 
reach a broader audience in my hopes to promote awareness.
>
In reality graphic design is still a young vocation. 95% of graphic designers who 
have ever lived, are alive today. As a young vocation, graphic design can essentially 
design its own future. It doesn't only have to be the workhorse of consumerism, it 
can promote environmental and social awareness as well.
I am not saying that graphic design shouldn't be used to promote products, like 
striped tooth paste, but I am suggesting that graphic design possess the means to 
promote economy in addition to cultural and environmental respect.
95% of graphic designers 
who have ever lived, are 
alive today.
Herbert Spencer, a prolific designer and teacher of the 20th century in his essay 
The Responsibilities of the Design Profession mote."... the designers' contribution 
should be not only to the economy but also more directly to the health and happi­
ness of our society.'
And I think this is true, designers play a large role in our society as culture produc­
ers and reproducers, and with that understanding should realize their responsibility 
as such. In the last few years there seems to have been a resurgence of inter­
est in design for the public good. A sort of unhappiness with the current path of 
design and pervasiveness of consumerism has risen. In 2000 Adbusters, a magazine 
addressing issues of main stream media and design updated the First Things First 
manifesto so it better related to our current time. It re-introduced the roles and 
responsibilities graphic design has in society and the world.
"... the designers' con­
tribution should be not 
only to the economy but 
also more directly to the 
health and happiness of 
our society."
-Herbert Spencer (1964)
faced with a profound chal­
lenge not to their ability, 
but to their integrity/'
-HGfbGft SpGncGr (1964)
m
It seems that many times the issues of graphic design are still the same and still 
just as pertinent. Spencer is not out dated when he writes in 1964:
'designers are faced today with a profound challenge not to their ability, but to 
their integrity.'
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m, the undersigned, are graphic designers, photographers and students who have been brought up in a world ' 
in-which the techniques and apparatus 0/advertising have persistently been presented to us as the most lucra-' 
tive, e//ective and desirable means 0/using our talents. We have been bombarded with publications devoted to 
this belie/, applauding the work of those who have flogged their skill and imagination to sell such things as- 
Cat/ood, stomach powders, detergent, hair restorer, striped toothpaste, a/tershave lotion, beforeshave lotion 
slimming diets, fattening diets, deodorants, fizzy water, cigarettes, roll-ons, pull-ons, ond slip-ons By far the 
greatest time and effort of those working in the advertising industry are wasted on these trivial purposes, which
, contribute little or nothing to our national prosperity. . ’
In common with an increasing number of the general public, we have reached a saturation point at which the 
high pitched stream of consumer selling is no more than sheer noise. We think that there are other things more 
worth using our skill and experience on. There are signs for streets and buildings, books and periodicals cata 
logues, instructional manuals, industrial photography, educational aids, films, television features scientific 
and industrial publications and all the other media through which we promote our trade, our education 
culture and our greater awareness of the world. our
We do not advocate the abolition of high pressure consumer advertising: this is not feasible. Nor do we want 
to take any of the fun out of life. But we are proposing a reversal of priorities in favour of the more useful and 
lasting forms of communication. We hope that our society will tire of gimmick merchants, status salesmen and 
hidden persuaders, and that the prior call on our skills will be for worthwhile purposes. With this in mind we
propose to share our experience and opinions, and to make them available to colleagues, students and others 
who may be interested.
Original version - written by Ken Garland, London, 1964.
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